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Cultivating Urban Forests Policies in
Developing Countries
by Janet A. Choi*

U

rban forests offer benefits for the inhabitants of urban
and peri-urban1 environments, but cannot flourish without cultivation and management. The successful practice of urban forestry involves managing trees within the urban
environment to contribute to the physiological, sociological, and
economic well-being of urban populations.2 The sustainability
goals of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development
(“Rio Declaration”)3 and subsequent Forest Principles4 are inadequate to foster urban forests in developing countries, because
they fail to empower decision-makers and citizens to implement
such policies. Instead, expanded efforts of the United Nations
Food and Agriculture Organization (“FAO”) to enable community and state actors by raising awareness and sharing resources,
in addition to movements to localize sustainability, will foster
more urban forestry.
Experts predict unprecedented urban growth in developing nations.5 This rapid rate has raised concerns of increased
environmental, social, and economic problems. In Brazil, where
the population is currently eighty percent urban, the city of São
Paulo demonstrates a failure to plan for urban growth.6 Allowing tree removal to clear space for housing has increased the
likelihood of flooding and landslides, and impaired the natural
areas and watersheds that existed in peri-urban areas.7
In addition, negative environmental effects of urbanization—such as deterioration of air quality, higher temperatures,
and increased noise pollution—lead to greater psychological
and physical stress, resulting in decreased quality of life and
increased health problems.8 The urban poor suffer disproportionate harm by negative environmental effects,9 which come at
a particular cost to children and women. Children’s bodies are
extremely susceptible to polluting toxins.10 Women often suffer
the “feminization” of poverty, or a general societal inequality
posing challenging barriers to the control of economic resources,
governance, and power.11
Urban forests provide an array of protections against these
harms.12 Trees help moderate climate and reduce the demand
for energy. They cool and filter the air, absorb noise, and protect soil and wildlife. They provide for basic needs such as food
and fuel and for raw materials to generate income. Finally, trees
add value to cities by delivering aesthetic appeal, while enhancing the quality of life and increasing property values. However,
urban forestry programs must involve effective planning to
avoid inadvertently causing other problems, such as displacement of important native species.
While urban forestry may promote sustainable development,
a lack of awareness, combined with inadequate legislative and
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institutional frameworks, has inhibited its full potential, especially in developing countries.13 Urban forestry does not fit neatly
into the agendas of international agreements.14 The Convention
on Biological Diversity, for example, may concern protection of
trees, but it focuses more narrowly on a sovereign nation’s right to
fair sharing of genetic resources.15 Moreover, the development of
formal urban forestry is rooted in the United States and only more
recently, in some parts of Europe.16 Thus, fostering urban forestry
in developing countries requires facilitated information exchange
and technological transfer.17 However, it will be important to consider context when employing those new resources. Different priorities may arise in urban areas in the developing world, such as
alleviating poverty and addressing wastewater, rather than purely
aesthetic or financial values.18
For the urban forestry movement to gain momentum, it is
important to encourage inclusion through the full participation
of citizens, civil society, and local and municipal government.19
The Rio Declaration20 and its nonbinding Forest Principles21
attempt to promote such coordination in supporting public participation and information-sharing. Of particular relevance,
Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration asserts that “[e]nvironmental
issues are best handled with participation of all concerned citizens, at the relevant level,”22 and the Forest Principles calls for
the international exchange of forest management research and
development.23 However, these provisions are unproductive in
isolation, because they neither bind nor build capacity for what
they advocate. Moreover, they conflict with the explicit declarations in both documents that states have the sovereign right to
exploit their own resources.24 Indeed, opposition by developing
countries concerning this right’s intrusion precluded the Forest
Principles’ possible binding effects.25
The FAO has been a champion of urban forestry, raising
awareness, performing assessments, disseminating information,
increasing institutional capacities, and recommending policy
strategies.26 Yet, even with the FAO’s participation in the Collaborative Partnership on Forests27 and the 2000 formation of
the UN Forum on Forests,28 international bodies have otherwise
failed to focus on urban forests on their agenda.29 International
efforts would be far more effective in supporting the capacities
of the FAO itself.
Implementing urban forest policies will require people to
think and act locally, utilizing shared information and resources
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in place-based, grassroots efforts.30 One strategy that has shown
some success is sister-city or country arrangements, such as
Malaysia and Denmark’s development of education programs,
staff and student exchange, and international certification for

Malaysian tree care professionals.31 This way, best practices and
relevant research are shared at lower costs to developing nations,
without giving up local control or relying on the sluggish movement of international law.32
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